Food labels are a medium by which consumers acquire knowledge about packaged foods they are considering to purchase. The label makes the first impression about a product and has a great effect on the purchasing decision for consumers. In recent years, literate consumers have become interested in nutritional issues. Lifestyle, age, dietary and safety concerns have been the contributing factors to nutritional awareness by consumers. Nutritional labels can generally have a positive impact on food consumption and may save health-care costs for those consumers with health concerns. On the other hand, for those consumers who are illiterate, price may be more important in making purchase decisions. This study intended to investigate how consumers in Bulawayo Urban Province (Zimbabwe) view and use labels on packaged food items. Seventy-five randomly selected consumers were questioned about their perceptions, attitudes and use of label information using open ended structured questionnaires. The consumers were selected on the basis of being present at the supermarkets at the time of sampling. The respondents were interviewed at different times of the day to cater for employed and unemployed people. The results obtained indicate that the extent to which food labels are used depends on factors such as price of food products, individual health needs and gender. For consumers who use food labels to make their purchase decisions, not all the information on the label is considered. Items on the labels to which the consumers responded were brand, nutritional profile and mass of product in relation to the price. The label elements which were extensively used by consumers in this study are date mark (81.3%), weight of food (89.3%) and price (77.3%). The least used element is the nutritional panel (50.7%). About 44% of the consumers were not sure about the trustworthiness of the information given on food labels. Food labels are important to a greater extent for people with special dietary requirements, while the remainder of the studied population are influenced by price in their purchase decisions. Consumers seem not to understand some of the information on the food labels because of the difficulties in interpreting what is written.
INTRODUCTION
Literate consumers have become increasingly interested in nutritional issues over the last few years. Interest in nutrition has been driven by factors such as lifestyle, ageing, dietary and safety concerns [1, 2] . However, a number of factors such as economic, household income and price of goods determine the choice of food and consumer attitude in the consumer selection process [1] .
For a consumer buying packaged food, the label is the single most important resource because it contributes to their first impression about the product and communicates information that helps to make a purchase decision [3, 4, 5] . Labelling is a legal requirement in most countries and is defined as a written, printed or graphic matter on an article or any of its container or wrappers [6, 7] . The label may take different forms, from a simple tag attached to the product to a complex graphic design that is part of the package. Labels list the essential information such as ingredients and quantities, describe features, give instructions, explain benefits and deliver advisories and warning information. Information considered being critical to health and safety is mandated globally by standards associations to appear on the label [4] .
In Zimbabwe, the Standards Association has its own specific requirements about food labels, which are specified according to the Food Standards (Food labelling) regulations [7] . Nutrition labelling is intended to inform the consumer of nutritional properties of a food and consists of nutrition declaration and supplementary nutrition information. The bill clearly states that pre-packaged food shall not be described or presented on any label or in any labelling manner that is false, misleading or deceptive or is likely to create an erroneous impression regarding its character in any respect. The specific requirements are with regards to a number of factors which include what the food is made from, preservatives and artificial flavouring in the food, best before date and the nutrition information that should be declared on a label [8] .
Food label information assists the consumer to better understand the nutritional value of food and enables them to compare the nutritional value of similar food products as well as to make healthy and informed food choices [9] . Food labels should be clear and understandable to assist consumers to make a better informed food and dietary choice. Purchase decisions driven by hunger limit the freedom of choice as well as the safety concerns for consumers [10] .
The amount of material that can be incorporated into a label is limited by the label's size and by the ability of the consumers to absorb information. In stores where a number of products compete for consumers' attention, labels must be effective signals. None of the information on the labels can accomplish anything if consumers do not notice the product and consider the suitability for their purposes [11] . Unnecessary information should be avoided by label designers so as not to confuse consumers and draw criticism from them. A fundamental challenge facing the food manufacturers is labels that effectively communicate the information that matters most to the consumers. Recently there has been a change from grid or table nutrition information which appears at the back of the product to simplified nutrition labels that appear on the front of the pack, often called front-of-pack (FOP) sign positioning information. This type of label endeavours to highlight essential information that a consumer needs to know when purchasing the product [12] Previous research indicates that nutritional labelling and nutrition information can alter consumer behaviour by having a positive impact on food consumption patterns and save healthcare costs [9] .The effectiveness of a label depends on the consumers' perceptions and beliefs about the use of these labels. When faced with a purchase decision, consumers generally adapt strategies that are contingent upon the perception of the decision environment. For example, if the consumers do not perceive or believe that the nutrition information on the food labels is useful to them, they are less likely to use labels. Understanding the type of consumers who have these perceptions and beliefs as well as the factors that influence these perceptions and beliefs is crucial for designing effective food labels. Consumer perceptions and beliefs have long been found to be predictors of behaviour [13] .
The effectiveness of certain types of nutritional labels may be limited. Consumers must be able to process information that is given on a food label. This may suggest that labels requiring calculations on the part of the consumer may not be useful [14] . It has been noticed that a strong interest in nutritional labels does not necessarily indicate an understanding of the quantitative information. Shoppers may be influenced into buying a product simply by the qualitative information given on a label. Other researchers have found important factors that motivate buyers in their purchase choices for pre-packaged foods are price, nutrition information and taste especially in the less literate populations [7, 14] . Influencing factors may be affected by demographic factors such as age, gender and education. Older consumers are perceived as less capable in processing large amounts of data than their younger counterparts. Higher levels of education lead to increasing levels of information search. A recent find indicates that males are less likely to use food labels than females. Females find risk reducing search strategies more useful than males [15] .
In the recent years, health concerns are gaining much cognisance for consumer food choices. Results from 15 countries in the European Union (EU) indicate that health is one of the five main attributes for consumers when buying food products [2] . The consumer food choices are also strongly influenced by quality of the food, sensory attributes, process attributes and convenience attributes. The nutritional panel and the 'light' claim helps consumers to assess the health attributes of food products. The nutritional panel usually provides the more detailed information about the health characteristics of the product while the claim gives an indication about one specific nutrient [2, 16] .
Not much information is available on the factors that influence consumer beliefs, perceptions and behaviour in Zimbabwe. This study was to, therefore, attempt to fill the gap about consumers' awareness, knowledge and behaviour in relation to food labelling.
METHODS
The study was based on 75 randomly selected individuals who were from nonprobability shops and supermarkets in the Bulawayo Central Business District. The respondents were selected on the basis of their being present at the supermarket or shop at the time the field workers were conducting the interviews. The interviews were carried out at different times of the day to cater for the employed and unemployed populations. The ages of the respondents ranged from 18-69 years, comprising 45 females and 30 males.
Data were collected over six months from willing respondents by face to face interviews using a questionnaire, which was designed to establish situational, attitudinal and behavioural characteristics of the respondents to food labelling. Individuals responded to questions about their awareness of label information, frequency of label use and reasons for checking labels as well as trustworthiness of the label information. Some of the questions were divided into sub-sections and both openended and closed questions were used. Questionnaires were analysed using descriptive statistics (frequency distribution graphs) and inferential statistics (chi-square statistics).
RESULTS
Of the 75 people interviewed, 11 females and eight males had special health needs which included such conditions as: hypertension, diabetes, allergies to food, pregnancy and lactation, religious and ethical beliefs as well as vegetarianism. Figure 1 shows that the consumers generally had a good idea about the type and amount of information found on food labels. Some of the information was registered in the consumer's memory from previous purchases and hence consumers had no need to read the labels the second time around. 
Awareness of label information

Frequency of Label Element Use
Consumers generally expressed that they read food labels as and when they needed to. Thirty-seven percent of the consumers indicated that they used the ingredients list only occasionally while 10% indicated that they never used it, and 23% used it most of the time (Figure 2 ). Frequency of label element use appears to be gender-sensitive as shown in Figure 3 and the chi-square test confirms that frequency of label element use is dependent on the sex of the consumer. Generally, the females make use of the label element when purchasing packaged foods. 
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Of the consumers who indicated that they used the ingredients section most of the time, 23% had special health needs as indicated in Figure 4 . 
Trustworthiness of label information
Forty-four percent of consumers surveyed in this study were not sure whether to trust label information or not as indicated in Figure 5 . 
DISCUSSION
The consumers could recall label elements such as brand name, ingredients list, storage instructions and the date mark. Figure 1 indicates that the price of the product plays a critical role in determining food choice. For some consumers, price is an indicator of quality. In a survey carried out in the United States, many consumers indicated that quality was the most important factor they considered when purchasing food and are willing to pay higher premiums for what they consider to be of better quality [17] . This is contrary to the results obtained in this survey; however, it is expected, considering the harsh economic conditions in the country at the time of the survey. There was a fairly low level of recall of the nutritional information panel (17.3%). There is also a contradiction to the results obtained by the Consumer Association (CA) survey where 89% of the consumers interviewed indicated that nutrition information is important. The reason for low levels of recall might be that most people in Third World countries are not worried about nutrition because of the limited resources at their disposal [18] . Therefore, what is important to an ordinary consumer in a harsh economic environment as the one being experienced in the country is having something to eat.
From the results in Figure 2 , 37% of the consumers indicated that they used the ingredients list, 10% never used it while 23% used it sometimes. [12] . The little use of the ingredients section in this study can be because of the technical language used. Chemical names are usually used for this section of the food label. This type of language is confusing and does not mean much to the ordinary consumer in a setting used for this survey [19] .
Of the consumers who used labels, the majority (81.3%) indicated that they used date marks most of the time while the remainder used them occasionally. According to the survey performed by the International Food Information Council in 2005, 68% of the consumers used the expiration dates and the FSANZ found out that 85% of the consumers interviewed used the date mark [19, 20] . A similar study done in Klerksdorp and Potchefstroom regions of South Africa indicated that the date mark is the most frequently used information on the label [21] . The frequent use of the date mark is because date marks are used to determine the shelf life of a food product. Date marks are used as quality indicators, especially for perishable foods and, therefore, consumers use them to buy food that is as fresh as possible. Consumers are also guaranteed that the food will last longer if the best buy date is still far.
Fifty-one percent of the consumers indicated that they never used the nutritional information panel while 12% used it most of the time (Figure 2 ). In the Consumer Association (CA) survey carried out in 2003, 89% of the consumers indicated that nutrition information is important and use it frequently [22] . In Poland, only 15% of the studied population indicated that they rarely or never paid attention to labels [5] .The apparent discrepancy between frequency of use of nutrition information in this study and the above surveys may be the fact that there is a general belief that having a large variety of foods is an important aspect of a healthy diet [23] . According to the National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute of the National Institutes of Health, USA, over 12.5 million Americans suffer from coronary heart disease (CHD) and more than 500 000 die each year, making CHD one of the leading causes of death in the United States of America [24] . This might be one of the reasons for the frequent use of the nutritional label information panel by consumers in the surveys cited above. Of the 12% consumers who used the nutritional label information most of the time, 16.7% have special needs. This is contrary to the results obtained by the FSANZ, where 31% of those who used the nutrition information panel most of the time had special health needs [18] . Reasons provided by consumers for never reading food labels was that consumers tend to purchase food products according to price and habit, while in some cases respondents felt that reading food labels was too time consuming. Taste of a product was generally regarded as being more important than the nutritional content for frequent users of the product [21] .
Frequency of label element use was found to be gender sensitive ( Figure 3 ). Most men (88%) indicated that they never read the ingredients list, while the majority of the women (82%) indicated that they used the ingredients list most of the time when making their purchase decisions. According to studies done by Nayga [24] , there was apparent disparity between purchase behaviours of males and females; that, males are less likely to perceive label information as important. On the other hand, females find risk reducing search strategies (that is food label use) as more useful than males [24] . A survey carried out by Wandel and Bugge showed that more women (85%) used labels compared to 73% of men [23] which was a significant difference at 95% confidence level. It has also been found that educated women of a relatively high socio-economic class have a greater awareness of health than do other groups [22] .The infrequent label use by males is that when most men do the shopping, they usually buy what is bought by their wives, or what the wives have sent them to purchase and hence no decision making is required. Women, on the other hand, decide the food that will be eaten by the family and, therefore, need to be properly informed about the foods that will be eaten by their families.
Special health needs individuals seemed to use the nutritional panel to some extent as shown in Figure 4 .Of the 32% of the consumers who used the ingredients section, most of the time in the FSANZ survey, 23% had special dietary needs [19] . According to the chi-square test performed at the 95% level of significance, there is dependence between frequency of label element and special health needs. These results indicate that the more a person feels that their health is likely to suffer from eating certain foods, the greater the perceived risk. Perceptions of risk then motivate the consumers to read the labels. A study in Poland done in 2010 indicated that 52% of respondents in the survey are motivated by their health conditions to read labels [5] .
Of the consumers surveyed, 56% indicated that they could trust the label information ( Figure 5 ). Consumers have moved from 'modernization of tradition', which characterized the first half of the 20 th century to 'reflexive modernization of industrial society'. While the first is characterized by an unbroken faith in science and progress, the second reflects on the products of modernization, such as un-kept promises, defects or secondary problems. Therefore, safety and risk is directly bound to the concept of reflexive modernization [25] and perceived safety and risk will then reduce levels of trust by the consumers. The results obtained in this study are contrary to those obtained by the FSANZ where the majority of the consumers indicated that they could trust label information [13] . Individuals who could not decide whether to trust the information indicated that they did not understand some of the information carried on labels. Food manufacturers were accused of deliberately using language that could not be interpreted by the ordinary consumer so as to overshadow the negative aspects of the food in order to make profits. It has been noted that poor label comprehension was correlated with low-level of literacy and numeracy skills, thus leading to difficulties in interpreting labels [26] .
CONCLUSION
The results indicate that most urban consumers use food label information at a fairly low extent (37%). Consumers seem not to understand all the information given on food labels. In spite of this, food labels are an indispensable source of information that is used by the consumers to make their purchase decision. The information that is given on the food label will either influence consumers to buy a certain product or not. Consumers in the rural areas in Zimbabwe, however, usually receive groceries from relatives who live in urban areas and, therefore, may not be influenced by the information found on labels.
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